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Abstract 
Although CSR scholarship has highlighted how tensions in CSR implementation are negotiated, little is known about its
normative and moral dimension at a micro-level. Drawing upon the economies of worth framework, we explore how spir-
ituality infuences the negotiation of CSR tensions at an individual level, and what types of justifcation work they engage
in when experiencing tensions. Our analysis of semi-structured interview data from individuals who described themselves
as Buddhist and were in charge of CSR implementations for their organizations shows that spirituality infuences how they
compromise among competing moral values by identifying two forms of justifcation work: compartmentalizing work and
contextualizing work, which help spiritual practitioners minimize moral dissonance. 
Keywords CSR Tensions · Micro-CSR · Moral normativity · Spirituality · Buddhism · Justifcation work 
Introduction 
A growing number of studies in corporate social responsibil-
ity (CSR)1 have shed light on the tensions, and the manage-
ment of those tensions, that underlie CSR implementation
due to its morally pluralistic nature (see Carollo & Guerici,
2018; Hahn et al. 2015; Van Bommel, 2018; Van der Byl
& Slawinski, 2015; Wickert & de Bakker, 2018). With a
recurrent call for further studies that elucidate a deeper
understanding of the micro-foundations of CSR, (Aguinis
& Glavas, 2012; Gond & Moser, 2021; Gond et al., 2017b), 
only a few have paid attention to the tensions and contradic-
tions that often arise in CSR at a micro-level. They have
explored tensions that individuals face within their organi-
zations (Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Ghadiri et al. 2015; Mitra
& Buzzanell, 2017; Wright & Nyberg, 2012; Wright et al.
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2012), their emotional and cognitive processes (Nyberg &
Wright, 2013; Wright & Nyberg, 2012), as well as the stra-
tegic practices used to resolve tensions associated with CSR 
(Hengst et al. 2020; Hunoldt et al. 2020; Wright et al. 2012). 
Despite these contributions to micro-CSR studies, exist-
ing scholarship continues to investigate inter-individual or
intra-organizational mechanisms based on a sociological
orientation, neglecting personal values and evaluation pro-
cesses shaped by individual beliefs, perceptions, attitudes,
and motivations (Gond & Moser, 2021; Hemingway &
Maclagan, 2004). This blind spot in micro-CSR scholarship
becomes crucial if we consider that implementation of the
social and environmental aspects of CSR tends to consist of
normative considerations that often leads actors to engage
in moral evaluations about what is desirable or valuable and
what is not (Demers & Gond, 2020; Finch et al. 2017). Indi-
viduals tend to subjectively interpret moral and normative
commitments, and this interplay infuences how individu-
als negotiate tensions in CSR dynamics (Demers & Gond,
2020; Hengst et al. 2020; Nyberg & Wright, 2013). Yet,
we still know little about how intra-individual mechanisms
are shaped by these moral and normative commitments, and 
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1 We consider CSR  a set of operational and managerial practices and 
policies (Bondy et  al. 2012; Gond and Nyberg 2017), which refers 
to “context-specifc organizational actions and policies that take into 
account stakeholders’ expectations and the triple bottom line of eco-
nomic, social and environmental performance” (Aguinis 2011, p.
858). 




























      
  







































how this interplay afects how individuals engage with ten-
sions and contradictions in CSR dynamics. 
To expand our understanding of the moral and normative
dimensions of individuals’ tensions associated with CSR at
a micro-level, we pay particular attention to the normative
content of an individuals’ spirituality and show how spiritual
practitioners interpret those commitments to engage with
CSR. Spirituality is based on sets of beliefs, ethics, commit-
ments, meanings, and values that structure the idea of living 
a good life (Helminiak, 2011). A sense of spirituality encom-
passes an inwardness in evaluating one’s own moral and
ethical behavior based upon the philosophy, teachings, prin-
ciples, and commitments of a particular spiritual tradition.
Spiritual practice, therefore, embeds normative and tradi-
tioned content, and yet allows space for individual interpre-
tation and personal experience, and accords with the idea of
life as a spiritual journey, a path, and spiritual progress (Bur-
ton & Sinnicks, 2021; Burton & Vu, 2020), which contrasts
with the commitments of religion that foreground objective
super-naturalist accounts that rely upon the existence of an
ultimate God (Michaelson, 2019). Spiritual practice is a way
in which practitioners develop moral and normative judge-
ments when they encounter various contradictory situations
in CSR, and provides a context within which to examine our
research question—how do spiritual practitioners use their
spiritual tradition to morally manage and justify tensions
associated with CSR within organizations? 
To unpack our research question, we theoretically use
the concept of justifcation work based on Boltanski and
Thévenot’s (2006 [1991])’s Economies of Worth (hereaf-
ter “EW”) framework, which has been widely adopted to
address organizational life through a moral lens (Gond et al.,
2017a, see e.g. Cloutier & Langley, 2017; Dey & Lehner,
2017; Gond et al. 2016; Patriotta et al. 2011). We chose this
framework for two primary reasons. First, the EW frame-
work has been used to unravel how actors manage moral
and normative tensions (Gond & Moser, 2021; Gond et al.,
2017a; Nyberg & Wright, 2013) encompassing both macro
and micro aspects, and both moral and material dimensions
of organizational actors’ practices (Gond et al. 2016; Ram-
irez, 2013). Since the EW framework ofers grammars of
moral orders that individuals can use as toolkits (Swidler,
1986) to build and justify the moral worthiness of their
claims and actions by using and combining diferent moral
foundations (Cloutier & Langley, 2013; Demers & Gond,
2020; Patriotta et al. 2011; Taupin, 2012), it can help specify
how and which moral orders are mobilized by individual
practitioners in specifc organizational contexts related to
CSR tensions. Second, the EW framework accommodates
transcendental and spiritual experiences and practices
through the “inspired order” (Friedland & Arjaliès, 2017). 
Several studies have used “religion” and “spirit” as a proxy
for the inspired order, where individuals focus on the inner
self or a self-driven journey (see Cloutier & Langley, 2017; 
Passetti & Rinaldi, 2020). 
We interviewed eighteen business leaders/managers who
described themselves as Buddhist practitioners and who are
responsible for implementing CSR policy in Vietnamese for-
proft organizations. Buddhism is particularly suitable for
this study as its philosophy promotes an inner focus (e.g.
Schuyler 2012). In Vietnam, the national government has
been attempting to introduce a framework for CSR to attract 
foreign investment. However, local frms’ perceptions of
CSR practices are often limited to a bounded relationship
with Western companies in a particular industry value chain 
(Nguyen & Truong, 2016) and in practice, the implementa-
tion of CSR is variable at best (Nguyen & Truong, 2016) 
due to weak law enforcement and the complex transitional
context of Vietnam. In the context of Vietnam, “Engaged
Buddhism” has grown in popularity as a spiritual movement
to help individuals’ cope with insecurities, vulnerabilities,
and a lack of trust in institutions and organizations (Vu &
Tran, 2021). 
Our study ofers an important threefold contribution.
First, our analysis using the EW framework advances stud-
ies of EW (Cloutier & Langley, 2017; Cloutier et al. 2017; 
Demers & Gond, 2020), by showing how the inspired order
manifested by an individuals’ spirituality is combined and
interacted with multiple orders of worth in CSR practice.
Second, our fndings detail two types of justifcation work— 
compartmentalizing work and contextualizing work—which 
contribute to an understanding of how individuals’ spiritual
practices shape their responses and justifcations to ten-
sions arising from CSR implementation. Finally, our study
contributes to CSR scholarship that explores the moral and
normative dimensions of CSR tensions (Gond et al., 2017b; 
Hahn et al. 2018) and the micro-analysis of CSR (Aguinis
& Glavas, 2012; Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Gond & Moser,
2021; Gond et al., 2017b) by showing the role of spirituality 
as a key source of self-justifcation work. 
The paper is structured as follows. Firstly, we review the
existing literature on the moral and normative foundations
of CSR and its associated tensions. Next, we propose that
a spiritual tradition acts normatively upon an individual
and is utilized as a source of justifcation work to negotiate
those tensions. Then, we elaborate on our research method
and proceed to present our fndings. Finally, we provide an
extended discussion and ofer further research pathways. 





































































Tensions in CSR, Searching for Moral Foundations 
at a Micro‑level 
Existing CSR scholarship primarily focuses on its socio-
logical dynamics at a macro-level by exploring the organi-
zational implementation of CSR policies and the diferent
institutional factors that shape them (Aguinis & Glavas,
2012; Gond & Moser, 2021). Many studies in the litera-
ture have elaborated diferent kinds of tensions that result
from CSR planning and implementation within organiza-
tions (Feix & Philippe, 2020; Hahn et al. 2015; Hofmann,
2018; Van Bommel, 2018). However, conficts and tensions
experienced at the individual level have been under-studied
(Carollo & Guerci, 2018; Hunoldt et al., 2020). 
In recent years, many scholars have called for studies that
explore the micro foundations of CSR, the so-called “micro-
CSR” (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; Gond & Moser, 2021; Gond
et al., 2017b). They argue that CSR initiatives and practices
are essentially defended, negotiated, and enacted by organi-
zational members who engage in CSR activities as both indi-
viduals and as a group (Gond et al., 2017b). With the rise
of this trend in micro-CSR, recent empirical studies have
addressed the contradictions arising in CSR at a micro-level
by showing diferent types of tensions that individuals face,
and the diferent practices and strategies that they deploy
to deal with those tensions (e.g. Carollo & Guerci, 2018; 
Demers & Gond, 2020; Ghadiri et al. 2015; Hengst et al.
2020; Hunoldt et al. 2020; Mitra & Buzzanell, 2017; Wright
& Nyberg, 2012; Wright et al. 2012). However, despite a
deeper understanding of the tensions experienced, much
of this literature has continued to examine tensions arising
inter-individual or intra-organizational based on sociological
orientations. Thus, we still know little about intra-individual
mechanisms, such as personal values and evaluation pro-
cesses motivated by beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes (Chin
et al., 2013; Gond & Moser, 2021; Hemingway & Maclagan,
2004). 
Individual attributes and values have been studied as
important variables among psychological-based micro-CSR
scholars (see Celma et al. 2014; Hemingway & Maclagan,
2004; Petrenko et al. 2016; for further review see Gond
et al., 2017b). Studies suggest several CSR motives, includ-
ing the sociodemographic features of individuals within
organizations, such as age, gender, or educational back-
ground (Celma et al. 2014; Hatch & Stephen, 2015; Mazutis,
2013); political orientations (Chin et al. 2013); and personal
traits, such as narcissism (Petrenko et al. 2016). Many schol-
ars within this stream of research investigate individuals’
moral drivers of CSR, refecting the normative character of
the CSR construct (Gond et al., 2017b). Recent studies have
revealed several CSR motives, such as how individuals have 
moral concerns for the environment (Graves et al. 2013) and
the efect of an individuals’ religiosity (Angelidis & Ibrahim,
2004; Hemingway & Maclagan, 2004). These studies suc-
ceed in showing how an individuals’ morality is a key ante-
cedent for their CSR engagement, but we know little about
how those personal values shape individual decision-making
processes related to CSR (Gond et al., 2017b). 
It is somewhat puzzling that a bridge between the psycho-
logical–sociological perspectives towards negotiating CSR
tensions is as yet under-elaborated. Indeed, while several
scholars have highlighted the normative and moral dimen-
sions of CSR within the tensional dynamics of CSR (Garriga
& Melé, 2004; Hahn et al. 2018; Quinn & Jones, 1995), 
only a few studies have attempted to reveal how an indi-
viduals’ normative and moral commitments shape an indi-
viduals’ approach to the management of tensions emerging
from CSR (see Demers & Gond, 2020; Hengst et al. 2020; 
Nyberg & Wright, 2013). For instance, Nyberg and Wright
(2013) uncovered how sustainability managers compromise
between the interests of the market and the environment,
which is a common tension in the CSR context (Hahn et al.
2015; Van Bommel, 2018). Hengst et al. (2020) showed that
actors justify their actions to prioritize a CSR strategy over
a “mainstream” strategy using their moral legitimacy as a
way to perceive their choices as more morally appropriate
and desirable. Further, Demers and Gond (2020) showed an
actors’ moral engagement with the tensional CSR context
through diferent forms of compromise to justify a new sus-
tainability strategy within an organization. 
While moral normativity may shape how individuals’
negotiate CSR tensions, normativity can often be prescribed
by an institution or organization through devices, such as
organizational culture, values, symbols, and other cultural
logics (Gabriel, 1999), where meanings are engineered and
prescribed by the organization which, in turn, causes a moral
dissonance between diferent normative forms of control
and meaning-making (Burton & Vu, 2020; Lips-Wiersma
& Morris, 2009; Michaelson et al. 2014). To mitigate these
tensions, individuals may be required to balance, compro-
mise, or prioritize between diferent moral concerns in CSR
implementation (Demers & Gond, 2020; Hahn et al., 2018; 
Hengst et al., 2020; Hunoldt et al., 2020). In turn, when
individuals compromise or compartmentalize their moral
commitments, they are required to self-justify their choices
to minimize moral dissonance (Burton & Vu, 2020; Low-
ell, 2012). Therefore, we focus upon an important, and yet
ignored, personal moral trait—an individuals’ spirituality— 
to investigate how the normative content of an individuals’
spiritual tradition shapes their engagement with CSR. 





































































Spiritual Practice as a Normative Foundation 
to Engage with CSR 
Despite scepticism of the link between the religiosity
of individuals and their ethical and pro-social behaviors
(Marques, 2010, 2012; Van Buren, 2020), many studies
have found that religion can function as a normative foun-
dation for an individuals’ attitudes and actions. For instance,
religion can infuence individuals’ psychological function-
ing (Saroglou, 2016) with a strong association to values
(Saroglou & Muñoz-García, 2008) and religious people can
place a higher importance to values denoting conservation
and values of self-transcendence (benevolence, compassion,
honesty but not necessarily universalism) rather than values
that oppose self-restraint and self-control (Saroglou, 2016). 
While several studies have addressed the link between reli-
gion and CSR, research exploring the role of spirituality in
managing CSR is underexplored. 
Spirituality difers from religion (for an extended dis-
cussion see Allport & Ross, 1967; Fry, 2005). Spirituality
is more closely related to intrinsic motivations and repre-
sents a commitment to values and ideals that are encapsu-
lated in sets of ethics, commitments, meanings, and val-
ues that structure a notion of “right” living (Burton & Vu,
2021; Helminiak, 2011; Vu, 2021). It is also based on a
sense of inwardness rather than relying upon an objective
super-naturalist account (Michaelson, 2019) and the exist-
ence of an ultimate God. Each spiritual tradition provides
a moral worldview. Therefore, diferent spiritual traditions
refect a diferent moral normativity that shapes an individu-
als’ understanding and interpretation of CSR. Also, spiritual
expression enables a person to engage in morally refexive
cycles of learning (Vu & Burton, 2020), which then enable
individuals to revise interpretations along this process of
self-transformation. Thus, spirituality provides an individual
with normative content for ascribing meaning to the work
context (Burton & Vu, 2020). For instance, Buddhist prac-
tices can provide ethical guidelines that lead individuals
to make more ethical decisions (Marques, 2012; Swearer,
2006), including no-harm, letting go of desires and greed
and reducing materialism (Marques, 2010; Pace, 2013; 
Swearer, 2006). Similarly, in Indian culture, the spiritual
values of local communities tend to look beyond one’s own
material needs (Arevalo & Aravind, 2011; Condosta, 2011) 
and instead tend to give primacy to community responsibili-
ties (Jamali & Carroll, 2017). Therefore, spiritual expres-
sions and practices can further advance studies examin-
ing individuals’ interpretations and understanding of CSR
(Jamali et al. 2017; Murphy & Smolarski, 2020). 
Theoretical Underpinning: Spirituality as a Source 
of Justifcation Work 
To investigate the role of an individuals’ spirituality in their
engagement with tensions in the CSR context, we utilize the
concept of “justifcation work” (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006
[1991]). The EW framework was developed within French
pragmatist sociology “to analyze how social actors evalu-
ate the worth of things and beings across multiple social
spheres” (Gond et al., 2015, p. 201). It consists of “purpo-
sively using discursive and material resources to justify the
moral worthiness of their claims concerning specifc situ-
ations, objects or persons” (Jagd, 2011, p. 340). The EW
framework has been widely adopted by organization studies
scholars that explore actors’ engagement with moral mul-
tiplexity (Cloutier & Langley, 2017; Dey & Lehner, 2017; 
Gond et al. 2016; Jagd, 2011; Oldenhof et al. 2014; Patriotta
et al. 2011), particularly useful to unpack moral and norma-
tive tensions within and across organizations (Gond et al.,
2017a). 
The concept of justifcation work is based on Boltanski
and Thévenot’s (2006)’s Economies of Worth (hereinafter
“EW”) framework, which encompasses six common moral
principles of evaluation and justifcation, referred to as
“order of worth” or “world" (Boltanski, 2011). Those six
“grammars” include market, industrial, domestic, fame,
civic, and the inspired order as moral principles. Over
time, the framework has been extended by adding the green
order (Demers & Gond, 2020; Gond et al., 2015; Passetti
& Rinaldi, 2020). The market order represents the con-
cepts of cost, proft, and competition as the most important
moral principles of claims and actions; the industrial order
expresses technical performance, efciency, and compe-
tence; the domestic order highlights tradition, generation,
trustworthiness, and belonging; the order of fame values rep-
utation and dignity within the public space; the civic order
refers to the importance of collective welfare and interests
rather than individual ones; and the inspired order values
creativity, emotion, feeling, intuition, and spirit. Finally, the
green order recognizes the value of the natural environment
and its protection as the highest moral principle. Actors
combine these orders in a selective manner to establish the
worthiness or the worthlessness of their claims and actions
(Cloutier & Langley, 2017; Demers & Gond, 2020; Gond
et al., 2015; Passetti & Rinaldi, 2020). Narrative descrip-
tions as well as key words associated with each order are
presented in Appendix 1. 
The EW framework helps unpack the role of spirituality
in an individuals’ micro-level engagement with CSR ten-
sions for two main reasons. First, the EW framework encom-
passes not only the macro but also the micro aspects of the
moral and material dimensions of organizational actors’
practices (Gond et al. 2016; Ramirez, 2013). In particular,
Micro-processes of Moral Normative Engagement with CSR Tensions: The Role of Spirituality…
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the EW framework is particularly useful to analyze the moral
foundations of individual action and discourse at a micro-
level in contrast to institutional logics (Cloutier & Langley,
2013; Demers & Gond, 2020). Several recent studies have
adopted this framework to investigate how actors in morally
complex situations mobilize diferent values to legitimize
what is worthy or unworthy (see e.g. Demers & Gond, 2020; 
Oldenhof et al. 2014; Patriotta et al. 2011; Taupin, 2012). 
For example, Patriotta et al. (2011) illustrated managers’ jus-
tifcation work in seeking to renegotiate moral legitimacy in
the nuclear energy sector after an accident at a power plant.
Similarly, after a crisis, Oldenhof et al. (2014) adopted the
EW framework to analyze how Dutch healthcare manag-
ers handled contradictory stakeholder pressures to unravel
conficts overlapped with multiple moral values of diferent
stakeholder groups. Demers and Gond (2020) used the EW
framework to show how managers and employees in an oil
sands corporation struggled to make a compromise about
its new sustainability strategy and combined specifc moral
orders to justify their decision to support or resist the cor-
porate strategy. Therefore, the framework ofers a promising
way to reveal how individuals respond to moral tensions
within their workplace when implementing CSR policy
(Gond & Moser, 2021; Nyberg & Wright, 2013). 
Second, the EW framework helps unpack the role of
spirituality in shaping individuals’ moral justifications
within secular contexts. The original work by Boltanski and
Thévenot (2006) argued that religion is “a non-divine model
for creation found in the cité of inspiration”2 (quoted in
Friedland & Arjaliès, 2017, p. 340). According to Friedland
and Arjaliès (2017, p. 314), the inspired order encompasses
transcendental and spiritual experiences based on “internal
transformations” refected through “feeling and passion”.
Hence, keywords, like “religion”, “spirit”, and “refex”, are
used in EW analysis as semantic markers for the inspired
order of worth (see e.g. Cloutier & Langley, 2017, p. 124,
Appendix 1; Passetti & Rinaldi, 2020, p.20, Appendix C).
Therefore, religious and spiritual dedication is about the
inspired world, and using the EW framework can help us
analyze how spirituality as the inspired order interacts with
other orders of worth in CSR practices. 
“the cité of inspiration” is from original term from Boltanski and 
Thévenot (2006) and Friedland and Arjaliès (2017), which is trans-
lated into English as the inspired world or the world of inspiration. A 
divine version of religion was not explicitly conceptualized in their 
original template as supplicating religion was saturated with taboos 
and unspoken fears in French republican political culture (Friedland 
and Arjaliès 2017, p. 304). 
Research Context and Method 
Research Context 
In 1986, a renovation policy (Doi Moi) was established in
Vietnam to promote the transition to a socialist-oriented
market economy. Since then, Vietnam has had one of the
fastest growing economies in Southeast Asia. (ADB, 2017). 
To a large extent, growth has resulted from market mecha-
nisms, including economic stabilization, trade liberalization,
and the encouragement of private initiatives (Hoskisson
et al., 2000). 
The concept of CSR has been the subject of increased
attention in Vietnam since Vietnam entered the World Trade
Organization (WTO) in 2007. However, there are still vari-
ous institutional challenges and obstacles in terms of law
enforcement, money, and knowledge (Saga Vietnam, 2008). 
Until now, the practical implementation of CSR has tended
to occur where there is a need to satisfy foreign countries
and to remain viable in international trade markets and
forums (Tencati et al., 2008). While in the developed world
the positive correlation between proft and CSR is still in
debate (Orlitzky et al., 2003; Rubbens & Wessels, 2004), in
Vietnam this debate is almost absent (Tencati et al., 2008). 
Local frms’ perceptions of CSR practices are sometimes
limited to a bounded relationship with Western companies
in the supply chain (Nguyen & Truong, 2016). Some limited
studies in Vietnam have looked at the role of CSR in improv-
ing work–life balance by integrating the state trade union
into CSR through a stakeholder-oriented approach (Volker,
2012; Wang, 2005) and how to facilitate a full integration of
all aspects of CSR in the Vietnamese context (Thang et al.,
2011). However, in practice the implementation of CSR
practice is variable in Vietnam (Nguyen & Truong, 2016). 
Evidence suggests that although globalization is bringing
CSR to Vietnam, it is still not deeply embedded and ignores
issues, such as sustainability (Tencati et al., 2008). 
Apart from the dominance of folk religions in Vietnam
(45%), there are more Buddhist (16.2%) compared to other
religious groups, such as Christians (8.4%) or Hindus, Jews,
Muslims, and other religions (less than 1%) (Pew Research
Center, 2020). However, the transitional context of Vietnam
has led to an interest in “Engaged Buddhist” practices in
daily life as a spiritual movement to cope with insecurity,
vulnerability, and a lack of trust in institutions and organiza-
tions (Vu & Gill, 2018; Vu & Tran, 2021). 
Data Collection and Analysis 
We collected semi-structured interview data from indi-
viduals who described themselves as Buddhist and had
a leadership or management role with responsibility for
2 




















































Table 1 Profle of respondents 
Ref Gender Age Role seniority Managerial level Organization unit Industry 
V1 M 50–55 >10 years CEO Shareholder Construction 
V2 M 40–45 5–10 Managing Director Marketing and Communication Construction 
V3 M 40–45 3–5 Project Leader CSR Business Consultancy Service 
V4 F 50–55 >10 years CFO Shareholder Construction 
V5 F 35–40 2–3 Head of Project Division Investment and Sustainability Finance & Investment 
V6 M 40–45 3–5 Project supervisor Marketing and Communication Printing 
V7 F 55–60 >10 years CEO Shareholder Pharmaceutical 
V8 M 50–55 5–10 Deputy Director Communication and Marketing Education 
V9 M 40–45 3–5 Head of PR Department Communication and Marketing Information Technology 
V10 F 40–45 5–10 Managing Director Marketing and Sustainability Hospitality 
V11 F 50–55 5–10 Country Manager Human Resources Food & Beverage 
V12 F 50–55 5–10 Regional Manager Human Resources Manufacturing 
V13 M 35–40 3–5 CSR Advisor CSR Construction 
V14 M 35–40 2–3 Project Lead CSR Health Services 
V15 F 50–55 5–10 Deputy Head Marketing Publishing 
V16 M 40–45 3–5 Project Advisor Communication and Public Relations Telecommunication 
V17 F 45–50 3–5 Strategy Advisor Marketing and Communication Construction 
V18 M 55–60 >10 years CEO Shareholder Transportation 
implementing CSR policies/initiatives from 2016 to 2018.
We recruited 18 participants from across 15 organizations of
diferent sizes, and across 14 diferent industries. The profle
of our interviewees is shown in Table 1. 
The participants were all Buddhist manager–practition-
ers who practised Buddhism both in their daily lives and in
the workplace. Each interview was conducted in a private
meeting room for about one hour at the participants’ place of
work. We began the semi-structured interviews by describ-
ing to participants that we were interested in how they inter-
preted and negotiated the organizations’ CSR policy, and
the challenges and tensions they experienced. Therefore, we 
located the interview within the feld of micro-processes of
CSR but allowed any normative connections between one’s
spiritual tradition and CSR to emerge during the interview
process. In other words, we did not explicitly probe the par-
ticipants on how their spiritual practices infuenced their
actions and responses and allowed any possible connec-
tions to emerge spontaneously. Follow-up questions varied
in each interview to allow us to more deeply explore issues
that were of importance to each participant. The interviews
were conducted and transcribed verbatim in Vietnamese by
the second author and translated in English by a translation
agency. 
Template analysis was used to analyze the transcribed
interview data. Our coding followed the approach developed
by King (1998, 2004) which has gained traction in multiple
disciplines, including management and organization studies
(e.g. Burton & Galvin, 2018; Waring & Wainwright, 2008). 
Template analysis is a fexible type of thematic analysis that
emphasizes hierarchal coding but balances structure with
fexibility to adapt it to the needs of a particular research
study. In our coding, we proceeded as follows. First, we
inductively investigated our interview data to identify themes
in relation to CSR interpretations and practices and associ-
ated tensions. The template was continually modifed during
the inductive analysis phase. Where new themes emerged
or other changes to the templates were made, previously
analyzed interview transcripts were re-examined, and this
iterative process continued ad-fnetum. Second, we revisited 
the literature to identify an existing theory that could help us
interpret our data and support the identifcation of integra-
tive themes (King, 2004) that permeated the data set. At this
stage, we identifed that “justifcation work” using the EW
framework (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006) would be useful
as a framework in which to interpret our themes. Third, by
revisiting our themes through the lens of justifcation work
we were able to translate the diferent tensions that Buddhist
manager–practitioners experienced into the orders of worth
by focusing on the EW defnitions and key words shown in
Appendix 1. Finally, we went back to the interview data
and our inductive coding to identify how individuals’ Bud-
dhist spiritual tradition––the inspired order—has been used
or associated with their justifcation discourses as a form
of “Buddhist justifcation work” by interacting with other
orders of worth. 
To attain transparency and reliability of the coding pro-
cess, each interview transcript was coded separately one at
a time by all three authors, and diferences in coding were
resolved through dialogue and discussion. We chose to code 































































the data ourselves because we recognize that coding can
sometimes be reductive, and we wished to stay immersed
in the experiences of participants in order to enhance the
richness of the descriptions we produced. Our fnal template
showing the links between our inductive coding and justif-
cation work is shown in Table 2. 
Findings 
Interplay Between the EW and the Buddhist 
Spirituality 
In this section, we show how Buddhist manager–practition-
ers engaged with other orders of worth in the EW frame-
work. The fundamental Buddhist principles are based on
the Four Noble Truths (Sanskrit: catvāri āryasatyāni; Pali:
cattāri ariyasaccāni) and the Noble Eightfold Path (San-
skrit: āryāṣṭāṅgamārga; Pali: ariyo aṭṭhaṅgiko maggo). 
The Four Noble Truths highlight that sufering exists due to
greed, desire, and ignorance. To overcome states of “sufer-
ing”, the eight principles of the Noble Eightfold Path (right
speech, right intention, right action, right view, right efort,
right mindfulness, right livelihood, and right concentration)
are guidelines. The main narrative of all Buddhist practices
is to support practitioners and individuals to overcome
ignorance by defeating excessive desires through stages of
transformation that can lead to various forms of sufering.
In order to do that, the eight principles in the Noble Eight-
fold Path serve as underlying assumptions in Buddhism.
We found that our respondents primarily adhered to these
truths and the principles that highlight afective relationships
between oneself and other beings (the inspired order) when
explaining their approaches to CSR implementation. The
quotes below show the embeddedness of Buddhist principles
in respondents’ orientations to CSR. 
I follow the Noble Eightfold Path to guide my business
decisions and approaches. I strongly believe that the
right intention and right actions are closely related and
are inseparable from CSR. Without the right intention
and action for the community, CSR just sounds very
instrumental to me. (V18) 
You may think that most people think that as a busi-
ness my main priority is to make money. Building as
many commercial buildings as possible to maximize
our infuence and proft. But if that were my main pur-
pose, I would not be a Buddhist practitioner. Making
money is important, because it creates jobs for my
employees and it can be used to support the commu-
nity. However, running only after competitions, brands
and profts refect greed and sufering in Buddhism.
(V1) 
The principles of the Noble Eightfold Path (e.g. right
intention, right action) afect how participants evaluate other
moral principles. The example quotation of V1 indicates
that promoting brand image for proft (the market and fame
orders) can be understood as greed and self-desire, which
translates into sufering in Buddhism. In other words, an
overemphasis on the market order, which is often associated 
with the fame order, can easily turn into sufering. 
When a business only knows how to run after proft
at all cost and make it a priority, it forgets about long-
term efects and can potentially sufer from it. (V10) 
On the other hand, the civic order of worth is valued
highly as it aligns more to the relational and social respon-
sibility of being a Buddhist, and the enlightenment journey
of Buddhist practice. For instance, 
Being a Buddhist practitioner carries a mission to help
the community. Part of the Buddhist practice is to
show compassion to the community. Living is not just
about fulflling the need of yourself and your beloved
ones, but to think about extending that fulflment to
help the community. (V8) 
How you live and treat others defnes you as a human.
Being a human and being able to fulfl your responsi-
bility always comes before being a Buddhist. Being a
Buddhist further promotes humanistic values through
right intention, right view, right efort and right liveli-
hood. (V18) 
Respondents sometimes valued economic ends (the
market order), as long as this can be efectively used as a
resource for other social purposes. In Buddhism, the market
order can therefore be regarded as a form of skilful means: 
Proft is a useful resource to help others. Utilizing your
resources for the common good is part of the Buddhist
practice and part of the right livelihood that Buddhist
practitioners live by. (V13) 
Money for me is a skilful means. It does not end with
making money and proft, it is about how you use that
as a useful resource. (V11) 
By referring to proft as a resource, participants consid-
ered resources to be a crucial skilful means for their prac-
tice. Skilful means (upāya) is a technique that the Buddha
used to respond to the complex and dynamic contexts of
his audiences (Schroeder, 2004). The fundamental principle
behind any chosen skilful means is to respond to contextual
variations. 








































   Table 2 Coding template 
Buddhist Business Practitioners’ Responses 
to the Tensions: Two Types of Justifcation Work 
Compartmentalizing Work: Justifcation Based on Karmic 
Reasoning 
Participants justified their approaches to deal with ten-
sions in CSR through compartmentalizing their approaches
to CSR implementation and negotiating among them. We
call this compartmentalizing work as it infuences how our
respondents morally justify their approaches to CSR in a
confict situation. This involves decomposing an object into
its three moral foundational elements—motives, actions, and
outcomes—and compromising among them in a way that
involves choices between empathetic and non-empathetic
attitudes. Such types of justifcation work were guided by
participants’ karmic reasoning based on the theory of karma
in Buddhism. In Buddhism, karma is defned as “the belief
that the total efects of a person’s intentions during the suc-
cessive phases of the person’s existence will determine the
person’s destiny” (Levy et al., 2009, p. 39). Three elements
determined karmic consequences: the intention or motive,
the act, and completion and outcomes of the fnal states of
the act. The negotiation takes place in how karmic con-
sequences include those for oneself and others, as well as
both individual and collective karma (Garfeld et al., 2015, 
p.297). In our case, we saw that within the compromise pro-
cess, the civic and domestic orders of worth were prioritized.
For instance, 
I will weigh the social beneft we aim to bring in the
long-run like building new schools in poor villages
to help children improve education against the costs
associated with lobbying and bribery and their con-
sequences. At the end of the day, I have to raise the
question in our board meeting whether is worth paying
for both social initiatives at the exchange of contrib-
uting to the non-transparent nature of the country’s
system. (V4) 
[…] We are a construction company, which means that
we can easily pollute the surrounding area if we ignore
our social responsibilities with the local community or
easily use lower cost materials for fnancial reasons.
However, we all know the karmic consequences asso-
ciated with such motives. You may not see it now, but
future generations, including our grandchildren can be 
seriously afected. (V2) 
Positive motives and social outcomes were emphasized as
essential conditions to foster participants’ willingness to ini-
tiate CSR in challenging conditions, even when it involved
socially negative actions, such as bribery. 
To get the business running and to make sure that our
project to build local businesses support and provide
job opportunities for local people and the minorities
can be approved, unfortunately, we cannot just adhere
to commonly good practices of implementing CSR. It
sometimes involves lobbying and other bribery-related















































































small initiatives to get projects approved. While it may
seem unethical, our motive and the outcome for the
community is more important. As long as our intent is
valid and the outcomes of our actions bring beneft for
the community, the sacrifce we make with our actions
are somewhat justifed. At the end of the day, it is a
personal sacrifce against our own values in exchange
for larger social responsibilities. Being fexible and
skilful is important in this transitional context. (V14) 
The above participant relied on karmic reasoning to jus-
tify a more fexible approach to engaging with CSR initia-
tives in Vietnam rather than a context-insensitive approach.
Our interviewees were also cautious of the motive involved
to generate positive outcomes. CSR initiatives that are
developed from ingenuine motives or with instrumentalized
motives—arising from emphasizing the market and fame
orders––did not generate empathy or a willingness to engage
with CSR even if it involves broader community benefts
aligned to the civic order. For example, 
I am really reluctant to be involved in CSR initiatives
with deliberate intentions to promote an organizational
image. Even though some of those activities may seem
benefcial to the community like how we at frst built
a training centre for minorities to allow them to learn
craftmanship and other skills to improve their capabili-
ties to earn their living, however, after that project was
successfully promoted in the media, our company left
the centre to the local authorities without any follow-
up or further funds. (V5) 
These sorts of instrumental motives can be very harmful.
In the context of Vietnam, engagement with CSR within
businesses has been criticized for being symbolic because
of the spirit of pragmatism (Vuong, 2014). Many businesses,
according to our participants, are just “ticking the box” in
terms of introducing or implementing CSR practices in
organizations, which has aroused much criticism and scep-
ticism of CSR in Vietnam. A respondent highlighted that
such instrumental CSR motives can be troublesome in the
long run, particularly in the low-trust transitional context
of Vietnam: 
Sad as it is, the lack of trust within the society due
to weak legal systems in the country has facilitated
instrumental CSR orientations. People have become
more sceptical of the promotion of CSR, which can
be extremely challenging for us and other organiza-
tions, who have genuine social pursuits in our CSR
implementation. (V17) 
Therefore, several individuals we interviewed emphasized
the importance of other orders of worth—civic and domes-
tic orders—over the market and fame orders, based upon
karmic reasoning. As such, for Buddhist practitioners, karma
is the fundamental underlying assumption fostering long-
term CSR thinking. For instance, one respondent admitted
that there were tensions between a short-term view and a
long-term view in CSR initiatives in his organization, but
he chose a long-term approach based on his appreciation of
karmic consequences. He stressed that the means and ends
need to be justifed by the “law” of karma when distinguish-
ing between what should be achieved now in exchange for
future consequences. No matter how efective and innovative
those means can be, they need to be considered with relevant
karmic consequences in the long run. 
[…] Obviously, such projects [building libraries and
innovating infrastructure for Northern villages] not
only bring us proft but also help us to promote our
company’s image in helping local communities. Now,
these projects sometimes are not monitored closely by
the local authorities and we can just use low quality
materials to lower the cost or speed up the construc-
tion. So, with that motive, we can actually harm the
local community in the long run by providing low
quality products. [but we don’t do that.] (V2) 
Compartmentalizing Work: Justifcation on the Basis 
of Skilful Means 
Compartmentalizing work based on skilful means can be
associated with other orders of worth depending on how
the participants contextualized their situation. For instance,
some of our respondents highlighted skilful means as an
approach to compromise among potentially conflicting
orders of worth. They acknowledged the societal and envi-
ronmental elements of CSR could be costly and saw poten-
tial conficts between these orders of worth. For example, 
I always support CSR initiatives embracing social
values. However, as a big hospitality company with
many chains across the country, I also understand that
shareholders have their priorities. For example, even
a suggestion to change one of our products into an
environmentally-friendly one can cost jobs of many
people in some regions and projects, not to mention
major decisions in implementing CSR activities with
a larger scope. (V10) 
Respondents regarded the market and fame orders as
“resources” to deliver CSR practices, which can reinforce
civic values, emphasizing that the market and fame orders
can be a skilful means. In other words, they reframed the
market and fame orders as “resources” in order to promote
the civic order. 
Being a Buddhist is nothing like turning away when
there is a challenge, but to deal with it skilfully. Most

































































        
   
 
organizations just care about earning proft. What’s
important for me is how to design CSR practices that
can improve my company’s image and with the proft,
we earn by improving our image, it becomes resources
to deliver benefts for the community. It is like an
ongoing investment where resources are utilized to
their best benefts. (V9) 
[…] However, I am guided by Buddhist values. Let’s
be honest, we cannot initiate CSR activities without
the needed funds. (V11) 
To avoid an over-attachment to the market and fame
orders, Buddhist practitioners emphasized the need to fol-
low skilfully the guidelines of the Noble Eightfold Path to
eradicate sufering caused by greed and ignorance and utilize
the market and fame orders to develop the civic order. 
At the end of the day, the most important thing is that
the funds we generate are useful to support communi-
ties, we are delivering the promises we made, having
the right intention, right action and right livelihood.
(V5) 
[…] being infuential can be really useful. If we can
show that we can make a huge impact on the commu-
nity with proactive and efective CSR practices, other
businesses may follow and learn from us […] (V3) 
Contextualizing Work: Justifcations of the Needs 
for Localization on the Basis of Skilful Means 
We also found that the participants compromised between
the three components of karmic reasoning through contex-
tualizing the moral foundations of their choices. Contextu-
alizing work refers to the skilful adaptation and negotiation
of CSR policy based on the notion of skilful means. Skilful
means in Buddhism is a distinctive technique. The Buddha
demonstrated the Dharma3 in a type of karmic reasoning,
with a variety of delivery forms known as skilful means
(Kern, 1989; Lindtner, 1986). Skilful means can ofer a tech-
nique to transfer and transform practices appropriately, fex-
ibly, and practically in ways that respect organizational and
individual diferences, rather than as a one-size-fts-all prac-
tice. As highlighted by the following respondent, without
context sensitivity, CSR practices can be instrumentalized in
a way that promotes the fame and market orders rather than
promoting the civic order: 
CSR activities needs to be skilfully implemented and
should be considered to be skilful means. Without con-
text-sensitivity, many people will just read CSR activi-
ties as instrumental ones to promote organizational
images rather than bringing beneft socially. (V3) 
Dharma refers to Buddhist teachings. 
The Buddhist practitioners in our study stated that there
were signifcant tensions in trying to adapt global CSR
standards in the contemporary context of Vietnam. It was
crucial to be context sensitive and adaptive in a way that
made sense in Vietnamese culture and traditions (the domes-
tic order) rather than following rigid standards (the indus-
trial order) that embodied Western values and traditions,
which are more renowned globally (the fame order). These
tensions were acknowledged through refection on failed
experiences. A senior manager pointed out this tension
when explaining a failure to apply global CSR standards
in Vietnam. 
We failed because we tried too hard trying to accom-
modate standardized CSR practices in our company
and promote such practices to our customers. Some
of the CSR standards we tried to adopt by consult-
ing with CSR experts from Europe were not practical
in the country. Even today, many standardized CSR
practices are unrealistic […] like relying on environ-
mentally friendly materials… (V3) 
Our respondents highlighted how adhering to CSR stand-
ards (the industrial and fame orders) to promote environ-
mental responsibilities (the green order) was unrealistic in
the context of Vietnam. Given the importance of contex-
tual adaptation of CSR practices in the Vietnamese con-
text, some Buddhist practitioners compromised global CSR
standards (the industrial and fame orders) by contextual-
izing them to ft into the local context (the domestic order),
which they belong. One respondent compromised global
CSR practices and justifed that her organization was not
fully adopting global CSR standards. She claimed that the
non-adoption of CSR standards in her organization refected
a long-term, context-sensitive process of transformation to
avoid a short-term quick fx to meet standards that were con-
sidered a luxury and that may not work in the developing
transitional context (the domestic order). 
[…] International standards sometimes do not make
sense in the local context. What I am saying is that
some standards need to go through a process of locali-
zation to attain alignment with local conditions […]
yes it takes time and efort, and we may not see out-
comes straight away, but these are necessary steps to
build up a strong basis for CSR initiatives, especially
when it is still considered a luxury in the country. It
needs to be implemented as skilful means mindful of
the hidden agendas in our transitional economy. (V6) 
A further participant remarked on the importance of con-
textual adaptation and the prioritization of civic and domes-
tic orders over the fame and industrial orders: 
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We are selective in localizing CSR practices. For us,
it makes more sense to invest in enhancing education
and poverty reduction. It is more useful compared to
following [globally standardized] sustainable practices
that only beneft the frm’s image. (V4) 
According to V4, following global standards for CSR
practices (the fame and industrial orders) runs the risk of
instrumentalism and does not add value to social needs (the
civic order), particularly in the transitional context of Viet-
nam (the domestic order). Enhancing education and reduc-
ing poverty were considered to be more crucial given the
transitional context (Vu & Tran, 2021). 
As our respondents highly value practical well-being in
their local communities (the domestic and civic orders), we
found contextualizing work that focuses on sensitivity to a
given situation led them to justify their de-emphasis of the
green order. 
[…] To be honest, in Vietnam recycling is a big issue.
We do not have proper recycling centres. To invest in
it is a long-term plan that requires eforts from the gov-
ernment as well. So, to strategize green approaches in
our company is costly and would afect our proft that
could have been used to promote employee well-being,
which is more important in the context of Vietnam.
(V6) 
When you ask Vietnamese people about environmental
responsibility, some may just say why bother when
many people are struggling to make ends meet. So, for 
many frms, employee well-being is what needs to be
maintained. (V10) 
In the above examples, we see how Buddhist man-
ager–practitioners’ prioritized the civic and domestic orders
over the green order and compromise on actions that encour-
age environmental sustainability in return for an outcome of 
social sustainability, reinforcing the idea that actions need to
be context sensitive to the outcome. 
We saw a continued emphasis that collective social bene-
fts (the civic order) in the local context (the domestic order) 
cannot be compromised. They justifed their de-emphasis of
the green order by highlighting Vietnam’s contextual situa-
tions, which consist of locally attached collective interests
and home-based benevolent issues. They perceived the green
order as a luxury that could lead to inefective and unbenef-
cial outcomes which, in turn, could be a form of sufering.
The two representative quotes below show how our respond-
ents justifed a lack of engagement with environmental sus-
tainability practices (the green order) by emphasizing what
the Vietnam society need for Vietnamese interests and well-
being (the civic and domestic orders) when implementing
CSR. 
Clearly, the transitional developing context of Viet-
nam plays an important role in shaping individuals’
awareness over environmental issues as there are more
urgent demands that need to be addressed frst as stated
by respondent (V10). 
Social sustainability in our context is more important
than environmental sustainability. (V18) 
Discussion and Implications 
Our study advances a deeper understanding of how an indi-
viduals’ spirituality engages with various tensions arising
from CSR implementation, and how these normative com-
mitments shape and infuence how individuals experience
tensions. By situating our theorization within a micro-explo-
ration of the EW framework (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006
[1991]), we explore how Buddhist manager–practitioners
negotiated the implementation of CSR policies, and we
developed a fne-grained analysis of the types of justifcation
work they engaged in when dealing with tensions. 
Through an analysis of Buddhist manager–practitioners’
moral legitimation processes, our fndings elucidate how
Buddhist manager–practitioners relied upon the normative
commitments and principles of Buddhism—the inspired
order of worth—when faced with challenges and tensions in
organizational life. However, we also show how our respond-
ents entwine their spirituality with other orders of worth to
justify their claims and actions. In other words, we show
how the inspired order infuences and interacts with other
moral orders when engaging in CSR. 
Our study makes a number of important contributions.
First, our study advances scholarship relating to the EW
framework by providing a deeper understanding of how the
inspired order that relates to Buddhist practice interacts with
other orders of worth. Unlike several studies that address the
dominance of the “market order of worth” over other orders
of worth due to the commodifcation of CSR (Demers &
Gond, 2020; Nyberg & Wright, 2013), our analysis of Bud-
dhist practitioners in CSR implementation reveals the moral 
multiplexity of CSR (see Bansal & Song, 2017; Gond &
Moser, 2021; Shin et al., forthcoming). Beyond showing dif-
ferent moral worlds in CSR, our analysis unpacks the extent
to which the inspired order—spirituality— is involved in
compromise-making and negotiation around CSR tensions
by interacting with other orders of worth in CSR practices. 
Our second contribution extends prior scholarship on jus-
tifcation work (e.g. Cloutier et al. 2017; Demers & Gond,
2020). Our fndings highlight that the entwinement of dif-
ferent orders of worth involves a process of negotiation
and compromise by individuals. In particular, our fndings
demonstrate the role of spirituality as a source of justifca-
tion work. We deepen existing literature by theorizing two

























































       
  
        
 
   
types of justifcation work: compartmentalizing work and
contextualizing work, as shown in Table 3. These forms of
justifcation work are based on two fundamental Buddhist
principles: karmic reasoning and skilful means.
The first kind of justification work we theorize is
compartmentalizing work whereby Buddhist man-
ager–practitioners justifed their approaches to interpreting
and negotiating CSR policies based on karmic reasoning
by compartmentalizing an object into its three moral foun-
dational elements: motive, action (means), and outcome.
Following this kind of cognitive decomposition, our par-
ticipants compromised among them in a way that involved
choices between empathetic and non-empathetic attitudes
and actions. It helped them evaluate the moral values of each
element, and whether or not to compromise. For instance,
our participants—without exception—prioritized the moral
principles of motives and outcomes based primarily on the
civic order over the principle of actions (means). Thus,
when they perceived that their CSR policy’s motives were
instrumental (e.g. aligned to the market and fame orders) and
de-emphasized or ignored societal benefts (the civic order)
and disadvantaged future generations (the domestic order),
they morally disengaged from participating in CSR policy
implementation—e.g. they considered this “bad karma” and
adopted a non-compromising approach and prioritized the
inspired order as a way to morally disengage (see, for exam-
ple, Moore, 2008). In contrast, where the motive of CSR was
moral and the collective social benefts of CSR were high,
our participants morally engaged—even when it required
them to engage in “unethical” actions (means). For instance,
we found examples of participants’ engaging in acts of
political lobbying and bribing ofcials to secure approval
for a project that would greatly beneft the local commu-
nity. This could be interpreted as aligning CSR actions to
the market order, so long as the interests of the civic order
are protected as a CSR outcome. Using karmic reasoning to
compartmentalize work, therefore, guided our participants
to compromise on actions (means) in cases when the motive 
was perceived as moral and the outcome had a collective
social beneft. 
The second Buddhist principle used by participants to
compartmentalize work was skilful means. Skilful means
recognized that economic resources could generate “good
karma” so long as they were used skilfully to generate col-
lective social beneft. This idea was demonstrated by one
participant who narrated an example that collective social
benefts are often unable to be realized unless appropriate
“resources” are directed towards achieving them. The role
of business, therefore, was argued to generate resources and
to use that resource skilfully to deliver social outcomes. In
the narrative of the participant, the action of pursuing brand
image (the fame order) and profts (the market order) that
leads to excess fnancial resource generation can be justi-
fed so long as the motive is moral, and those resources are
deployed in a skilful way to maximize collective social ben-
eft (the civic order). 
Moral compartmentalization is exacerbated by many
work organization contexts. Brophy (2015) argued that in
business contexts that advance economic interests, spiritual
individuals are often forced to compartmentalize their deeply
held values and identity to resolve workplace tensions. Com-
partmentalization consists of fragmenting aspects of one’s
life into exclusive categories (e.g. Rozuel, 2011; Wilcox,
2012) and much of the existing literature has remarked upon
how individuals utilize compartmentalization to serve indi-
vidualistic rationalization (e.g. Johnson & Buckley, 2015; 
Lowell, 2012; Rozuel, 2011). Our study highlights, how-
ever, that compartmentalization need not be used solely to
serve individualistic aims (see also Burton & Vu, 2020; Vu
and Tran 2019). When the motives and ends were perceived
as honoring the civic order, practitioners were able to con-
vince themselves that their actions (means) represented good
Table 3 Two types of Buddhist justifcation work 
Types of justifcation work Themes Worlds/EW interpretation 
Compartmentalizing work 
Basis: Karmic reasoning and skil-
ful means 
Defnition: the infuence of 
compromise among motives, 
actions and outcomes of CSR 
Contextualizing work 
Basis: Skilful means 
Defnition: Skilful compromise 
and adaptation of CSR for 
contextual practicality 
Karmic reasoning:
(1) Emphasis on the civic and domestic orders in outcomes
(2) Negotiations among the intention, the act, and outcomes
Skilful means: 
(1) Resolving the tensions between the civic order and the 
market/fame orders through skilful means 
The needs for localizing global CSR standards
Prioritizing civic and domestic orders over green order 
The inspired order provides the bases for the 
moral foundation of CSR dynamics
Within the infuence of the inspired order, the 
civic (and domestic) orders are superior to 
other moral foundational elements 
Motives and outcomes of CSR are non-
compromised; the means, on the other hand, 
are subject to justifcation utilizing karmic 
reasoning 
Focusing on what is working well and what 
matters in a given context (the domestic and 
civic orders) is skilful means. Through this 
work, less contextually sensitive values (e.g. 
the green order) can be compromised 












































































collective karma, even if that entailed unethical interpreta-
tions and “dirty hands” through engaging in the market and
fame orders (see Badaracco, 1997). Thus, our elaboration of 
compartmentalizing work also advances the existing moral
compartmentalization literature by highlighting how com-
partmentalization can be shaped by the inspired order to
serve social ends. 
The second kind of justifcation work we found was con-
textualizing work, based on the Buddhist principle of skil-
ful means. While compartmentalizing work illustrates that
Buddhist practitioners’ perceive benevolent motives and
civic outcomes are unshakeable commitments shaped by
the Buddhist tradition, actions (means) can be fexibly com-
promised in a contextually sensitive way to achieve those
commitments. Our fndings suggest that actions (means) are 
subject to negotiation and compromise; however, these acts
must be skilfully determined by accounting for the context
of the situation at hand. Contextualizing work reveals how
an individuals’ justifcation work is located at the level of
action (means) and signifcantly infuences how individu-
als’ compromise among diferent values when implementing
CSR. Contextualizing work based on skilful means leads
individuals to focus on what is working and realistic in a
given situation—a kind of contextual pragmatism—rather
than adhering to unrealistic or idealistic expectations. For
instance, some Buddhist manager–practitioners compro-
mised on actions (means) that were contrary to environmen-
tal sustainability (the green order) in return for an outcome
of social sustainability in their local context (the civic and
domestic orders) using an understanding guided by Buddhist
principles. This kind of contextual pragmatism is captured
in our examples where participants narrated how there is
limited awareness in Vietnam in relation to green issues, and
that there are more contextually pressing issues to do with
social inequality. Likewise, our fndings also highlighted
examples where our participants shaped well-known global
CSR standards for the local Vietnamese context to make it
more adaptable, realistic and feasible, such as more empha-
sis on poverty reduction through supporting the construc-
tion of schools to support poor communities compared to
investment in less urgent issues, such as recycling and green 
practices. Interestingly, our participants often reframed the
green order as a context-insensitive global CSR practice that
fails to account for local community needs (the domestic and
civic orders). 
Whereas many spiritual traditions rely upon near-univer-
sal principles that are justifed independently of their context,
Buddhism explicitly incorporates the idea that circumstances
and context should be taken into account when taking moral 
action (Chu & Vu, 2021; Vu, 2021), mirroring the idea that
context infuences decision-making (e.g. see Kelley & Elm,
2003), and the wider discourse in business ethics about the
relationship between normative principles and the contextual
facts of a particular case (Buckley, 2013). This contextual
feature of Buddhism highlights how the issue of “truth” or a
notion of defnitive right or wrong interpretation is impossi-
ble in a particular context as there are multiple and diferent
criteria for evaluative judgement that are more pragmatic
and functional rather than propositional (Schroeder, 2011). 
This is similar to Badaracco’s (1997) observation that truth
is a process, whereby individuals are engaged in a process of
continually and subjectively negotiating the values that they
hold and act upon in response to changes in context (Brigley,
1995; Crane, 1999). Buddhism adheres to the idea that nor-
mative inquiry must take a contextual approach and rejects
establishing any fxed evaluative criteria (Schroeder, 2004). 
Thus, Buddhist teaching reafrms how truth values are only
relative to the context of assessment and how any notions of
right and wrong have contextual extensions refecting moral
relativism (Brogaard, 2008). In our case, an individuals’ per-
spectivalism (Brogaard, 2008) in CSR work was guided by
a process of negotiation of what they perceived as truth in
the given circumstance. 
Thirdly, our study contributes to extant CSR studies that
focus on CSR tensions and micro-level analysis. Our study
particularly responds to Hahn and colleagues’ (2018) call for
studies that explore normative approaches to tension nego-
tiation in CSR (Gond & Moser, 2021; Hahn et al. 2018). We
show how an individuals’ spirituality shapes an approach
to negotiating various tensional situations arising from
CSR implementation. Our fndings show how the norma-
tive commitments of spiritual traditions shape and infuence 
how individuals experience tensions arising from the com-
peting commitments of their tradition and the “prescribed”
normativity of organizational life. Prior studies on tension
dynamics in CSR have identifed various types of tensions at
an organizational level and its related sociological dynamics
(Feix & Philippe, 2020; Hahn et al. 2015; Hofmann, 2018; 
Van Bommel, 2018); thus, many emerging CSR studies have
called for more micro-level analysis to fll the gap in the lit-
erature (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012; Carollo & Guerci, 2018; 
Gond & Moser, 2021; Gond et al., 2017b). Within micro-
CSR studies, our study has also begun to bridge the psycho-
logical–sociological perspectives in micro-CSR by investi-
gating how intra-individual mechanisms, such as spirituality
entwine with other sociological and institutional orders of
worth to shape interpretive evaluation processes related to
CSR (Gond et al., 2017b). 
Practical Implications 
In terms of practical implications, our study points to several
potential CSR-related tensions that Buddhist practitioners
experience and that organizations need to consider. First,
while many (if not all) spiritual (and religious) traditions
provide moral normative content that shapes the moral


























































behavior of its followers, this can often come into confict
with the prescribed normativity of the organization, result-
ing in individuals’ having to negotiate tensions and com-
promise among them. This may lead to possible alienation
and uncomfortable experiences. In a study on UK Quakers,
for example, Burton and Vu (2020) showed how the result-
ing moral dissonance can lead to non-conformist behavior
and even exiting the organization. In this study, Buddhist
practitioners engaged in often painful justifcation work in
justifying “unethical” actions (means) to attain collective
social benefts through CSR outcomes. Therefore, while
spiritual expressions and CSR both embed normative and
moral commitments, it is too simplistic to suggest that when
spiritual practitioners engage in CSR, there is a shared nor-
mative foundation, despite the oft-cited normative content
of CSR work. Second, from the perspective of leaders and
managers, employing spiritually expressive employees for
CSR implementation may not be a win–win as some studies
seem to imply. It can be problematic, as spiritual practi-
tioners often hold strong normative commitments that are
often held in tension to organizational commitments. This
can result in non-conformism. Finally, CSR policy imple-
mentation often requires resolving tensions between com-
peting demands of stakeholder groups and individuals. Our
study shines a light on how the diferent normative con-
tent of diferent spiritual, religious, and secular traditions
can yield surprisingly diferent motivations, attitudes, and
behavior. Reductively assuming that because an individual
is “spiritual”, she would disengage from “unethical” actions
is misguided. This may shine a light on studies that have
found a relationship between religion/spirituality and unethi-
cal behavior (Alshehri et al. 2020; Zhang, 2020). Our study
shows how a deeper understanding of the normative content 
of diferent traditions would greatly enhance this stream of
scholarship. 
Conclusions 
Conclusions and Avenues for Future Studies 
Our fndings have highlighted that personal moral attach-
ments (e.g. religiosity, ideology, or spirituality) can medi-
ate responses to tensions arising from CSR implementation.
However, our study is not without limitations. By examin-
ing the context of Vietnam, our study is highly contextu-
alized. We have also examined a spiritual tradition with
a distinctive normative content, which may also indicate
that there could be other spiritually oriented justifcation
work. Future studies may beneft from examining other
spiritual (or religious) traditions to see how the inspired
order infuences justifcation work in CSR implementation
in comparison to the two types of justifcation work from
our Buddhist practitioner case. Moreover, future studies
can explore other institutional settings to see whether Bud-
dhist manager–practitioners there face the same or similar
tensions and engage with the same types of justifcation
work. Existing streams of CSR literature (Kang & Moon,
2012; Matten & Moon, 2008) has shown the importance of
diferent CSR contexts across the world. Even though our
study focused upon the micro-level, the participants in our
study were bounded by the Vietnamese CSR context; thus,
we call for more studies that explore Buddhist justifcation
work in diferent settings. 
Our study relied on participants’ discursive justifcations,
which include aspirational talks about what they are will-
ing and not willing to do (Christensen et al., 2013). Within
organizational dynamics, the extent of their moral engage-
ments with perceived tensions in CSR may not necessarily
turn out to be their actual engagement. Future research can
build upon the performative role of such moral engagements
and justifcations into focus. Moreover, our study focused
on general managers that planned and implemented CSR
policy within organizations, rather than dedicated CSR
managers as “professionalized” CSR positions are rare in
Vietnam. However, a growing number studies have indi-
cated that professionalized “CSR managers” or “sustain-
ability managers” in advanced countries experience par-
ticular tensions related to their position (Carollo & Guerci,
2018; Ghadiri et al. 2015; Nyberg & Wright, 2013). Further
studies could specifcally focus on the moral and norma-
tive commitments of CSR professionals and how they use
them to justify their CSR approaches and their professional
identity. 
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